FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
matter what proposal may be made, they are ready to believe
it will be better than what has been. That such a move will
be made is extremely probable, It would be a world-wide
advertisement for Moscow, though an advertisement that
might work both ways, for the Soviets are far from desirous of
drawing the world's attention to their activities in Central
Asia. At the moment they want to be friends with everybody
and, above all, to develop their trade free from interference
or competition, even the trade with remote Khotan, which
town their agents have already reached. I cannot help
thinking that if Sven Hedin, as leader of his "Chinese
Expedition" charged by Nanking with the creation of a
motor-road in Sinkiang, was "detained" at Urumchi, it was
because the authorities feared his mission might have opened
up a direct route to Nanking. But gradually realizing that
the famous Swede was bringing about no change whatever in
existing communications, they let him go in 1935.
What is going to happen? No peace treaty has been signed
between Urumchi and Khotan, for Khotan wishes to be
dependent only on Nanking. The rebellious town is still the
capital of a Tungan republic armed to the teeth, but claims
to be much more genuinely subject to Nanking than its
enemy, the provincial government, which is in reality under
Moscow's orders.
The enigmatic Ma Chung-ying is the only unknown
quantity capable of upsetting the existing state of things. Is
he going to emerge and put himself once more at the head of
his men? It is insinuated that he is. He would have ten
thousand rifles and three or four times as many men armed
with swords. But it does not seem as if this could enable him
to defeat Sheng Shih-tsai, who has twenty thousand rifles and,
what is more, ten Russian aeroplanes.
Did the Soviets encourage Ma to take Kashgar three years
ago, for fear England might get the upper hand in a
220